long before U.S. President Richard M. Nixon's l972 visit. In my case, I had been to China in 1965 and 1971 , and over a dozen other Canadian scholars had similar experiences.
After Canada established diplomatic relations in 1970, the government, realizing it had limited China expertise among its own officials, decided on an innovative policy-the creation of the Sinologist position at the Canadian Embassy in Beijing. Beginning in 1973 with the appointment of William Saywell, then at the University of Toronto, as the first Sinologist, fourteen China scholars served as full-fledged diplomats for one to three year terms. Duties included cultural activities, media relations and public diplomacy, political reporting, educational relations, human rights, interpreting, science and technology, health, sports, and almost any activity in the Embassy, except economic reporting, trade, administration, and military affairs. Sinologists were selected in a competitive process that included interviews by DEA officials, briefings in the bowels of the DEA's Pearson Building, and rigorous security clearances.
We were part of an experiment in which Canadian officials put aside their reservations about working with untrained diplomats to gain the benefit of our knowledge of circumstances in China. On the whole, the experiment worked well. It was the only position of its type anywhere in the Canadian Foreign Service. The first Sinologist, Saywell, played a key role in the visit of Prime Minister Pierre Trudeau in l973. Peter Mitchell, Jan Walls, and Mary Sun helped in the creation of our educational exchanges and the Canadian International Development Agency (CIDA) program. Diana Lary was there when Prime Minister Brian Mulroney visited in l986. Claude Yves Charron provided essential support around the 1989 Tiananmen crisis. Ruth Hayhoe directed the expansion of the Canadian Studies Centres, while Charles Burton developed Canadian capacity in governance and human rights programs in the 1990s. The contributions of others (Brian Evans, Bernie Frolic, Grahame MacDonald, Charles LeBlanc, Richard King, and Linda Hershkovitz) were also significant.
In 1974, during the Cultural Revolution, I was posted to Beijing as the third Sinologist. In my diary in the first few weeks, I recorded the following thoughts:
They want me to be a diplomat but I hardly even know how to organize the seating at diplomatic dinners.
Most of the time I'm too busy representing Canada to learn more about China.
I'm marooned in a golden ghetto for foreigners. Do I want to be a diplomat or stay a scholar?
